CHAPTER XI
THE   ETHICAL   MOVEMENT:   SWITZERLAND   AND   ITALY
What need I of book or priest,
Or sibyl from the mummied East,
When every star is Bethlehem star?
R. W. EMERSON.
I DESIRE at this point to remind the reader that, although political
and Labour questions arrested my attention, and made constant
demands on my time and energies, my deepest and most abiding
interests were in religion and ethics, and to these great subjects
the best thought and work of my life have been given. Quite
early in my career as a Socialist advocate I saw, as few of my col-
leagues appeared to see, that the problem of human betterment
involved spiritual as well as political and economic development,
and that if Socialism was to carry humanity nearer to the realization
of the perfect life, it would need to be based upon the sure founda-
tion of a greatly improved individual character. This to me was
the centre of a mental gravity to which, in the end, all my thoughts
returned. It was to me the Law and the Prophets and, indeed,
the whole philosophy of my life.
The churches at that time appeared to be as remote from the
world's needs as the stars, and the orthodox were so active in
denouncing unbelievers that they neglected to say their prayers.
They related the religious life to heavenly bliss instead of to earthly
duties, and they diverted to the ecstatic contemplation of a prob-
lematical future life, precious spiritual energy which should have
been used to enrich and sweeten the world in which they lived.
The clergy, with some notable exceptions, described the felicities
of heaven, and ignored the claims of the earth. Their kingdom
was not of this world*
The Socialist, on the other hand, too readily assumed that man
would attain to a state of blessed perfection through the practical
operation of the magic formula of the 'public ownership of the
means of production, distribution, and exchange/ First abolish
capitalism and all other blessings would come.
I could never have been satisfied with a philosophy of that kind,